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Abstract 

 

This study examines the theatrical designer sandwiched between playwright and director: The 
theatrical designer as a conflict resolver. The theatrical designer plays a pivotal yet often overlooked 
role, sandwiched between the playwright’s intentions and the director’s vision. As a creative mediator, 
the designer translates the abstract into the visual, bridging two artistic worlds. This role demands 
fluency in the language of both storytelling and staging, requiring the decoding of layered meanings. 
The designer harmonizes vision with practicality balancing artistic ambition with technical and 
budgetary limits. Equipped with emotional intelligence, the designer must negotiate between 
conflicting ideas, using calm and empathy to resolve tensions. Through visual storytelling designers 
give life to scripts, interpreting emotions and themes through sets, costumes, lighting etc.. As directors 
reinterpret scripts during production, designers must adapt quickly, reshaping elements without 
compromising integrity. Crucially, they build trust through transparent communication, reinforcing 
collaboration. The Theatrical Design Mediation Theory (TDMT) provides a framework that recognizes 
this mediator role, emphasizing the designer's ability to synthesize visions into unified theatrical 
experiences. This theory redefines design as a dynamic tool for creative resolution. The study 
discovers that Theatrical designers bridge the playwright’s ideas and the director’s vision, translating 
both into practical visuals. Their role demands creativity, communication, and emotional intelligence, 
enabling collaboration, resolving conflicts, and ensuring unity in a production’s evolving creative 
process. The study also suggests among others that the designer should be an active listener who 
mediates creative tensions between playwright and director, offering design solutions that respectfully 
integrate both narrative vision and directorial intent. 
Keywords:  Playwright and Director: Theatrical Designer, Conflict Resolver. 

 
I. Introduction  

In the realm of theatre production, the theatrical designer plays a vital yet often 
underappreciated role. Sandwiched between the imaginative world of the playwright and the 
interpretive vision of the director, the designer must navigate a delicate balance of artistic 
integrity and collaborative compromise. The theatrical designer’s primary responsibility is to 
visually interpret the script and translate the director’s ideas into a tangible and immersive 
experience for the audience. This requires not only technical skill and aesthetic sensitivity 
but also emotional intelligence and negotiation. As Ejike (2017) explains, the designer 
becomes the bridge that connects the playwright’s textual intentions with the director’s 
performance expression, ensuring both fidelity to the playwright’s narrative and harmony 
with the director’s staging choices. This intricate position often places the designer at the 
crossroads of creative conflict, where their role expands beyond visual artistry to include 
diplomatic engagement and collaborative resolution. 

Creative conflicts are to be anticipated in theatrical productions due to differing 
interpretations and visions. While the playwright brings the original text, often with embedded 
thematic and symbolic intentions, the director re-imagines it for live performance, infusing it 
with personal vision and dramatic interpretation. The Cherry Orchard (1904) by Checkov for 
example was written as a comedy but this same play was treated as a tragedy by 
Stanislavski when he directed it. In situations such as described above, troubleshooting is 
inevitable especially in cases where the playwright and the director are two different persons 
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who hold strongly to their creative licenses. 
Consequently, the theatrical designer is thus expected to harmonize these potentially 

diverging elements. Oyesomi (2020) observe that in many Nigerian productions, designers 
frequently mediate disputes that arise from directors altering key aspects of the playwright’s 
intentions or vice versa. Through thoughtful dialogue and interpretive flexibility, designers 
find common ground by highlighting thematic anchors shared by both parties. This capacity 
to mediate without compromising artistic value positions the designer as a conflict resolver 
whose decisions influence the emotional and psychological coherence of the final 
performance. 

Moreover, the designer’s role as a conflict resolver is underscored by their ability to 
communicate symbolically through visual language. Scenery, costume, lighting, and props 
are not merely aesthetic elements but narrative tools that can unite disparate creative 
viewpoints. Akintola (2022) notes, that the designer must possess the ability to use visual 
motifs to subtly reflect both the playwright’s themes and the director’s interpretation. For 
instance, a costume choice might signal allegiance to the playwright’s historical context while 
adopting stylized features that align with the director’s avant-garde vision. Theatrical 
designers achieve this through research, conceptual mapping, and collaborative sketching 
sessions. These efforts not only reduce friction but also foster trust among production team 
members. By functioning as both artist and diplomat, the designer helps preserve narrative 
clarity and aesthetic cohesion, enhancing the overall theatrical experience. 

Additionally, theatre production is a highly collaborative process, and the designer’s 
ability to listen and negotiate is paramount. Beyond artistic creativity, designers must employ 
interpersonal skills to manage relationships and resolve tensions. As highlighted by Ugwu 
(2019), theatrical designers in Nigerian university theatres often act as buffers during 
creative disagreements, using their objective distance from authorship and direction to 
suggest compromise solutions. They may recommend adjustments that align visual 
elements with both the script and staging, without drastically altering either. This strategic 
neutrality is a strength that allows the designer to navigate between visionary extremes while 
advocating for the integrity of the production. Their professional versatility thus becomes 
essential not only in the creation of design but in the overall harmony of the theatrical 
process. 

The role of a theatrical designer extends far beyond aesthetic contributions; it 
embodies the delicate function of mediation between the playwright’s textual intentions and 
the director’s interpretive vision. As a creative mediator, the designer serves as the bridge 
that unifies conceptual intentions with practical stage realities. This unique role demands not 
only technical prowess but also deep interpretative sensibility. Adeyemi (2018) posit that 
designers must “negotiate artistic values amidst divergent theatrical 
temperaments.”Decoding the Language of Two Worlds is a core task designer face 
interpreting literary symbolism from the playwright while transforming abstract visions from 
the director into functional stage realities. The dual fluency required here positions designers 
as linguistic translators, balancing metaphorical imagery with visual expression. As noted by 
Eboh (2019), this semiotic dexterity enables designers to convert metaphors into materials 
fabric, light, props thereby making the unseen visible. 

Harmonizing Vision and Practicality follows naturally from this. The designer must 
manage limited resources, spatial constraints, and human capacities while keeping the 
artistic core intact. Nwafor (2021) noted that designers are often the first to compromise but 
the last to be appreciated, as they facilitate cohesion without overpowering individual 
creativity. This harmonization ensures that vision meets viable implementation without 
aesthetic compromise. Emotional Intelligence in Negotiation becomes indispensable in such 
collaborative settings. The theatre space is inherently emotive, often marked by conflict over 
interpretation. A designer with high emotional intelligence reads the room, calibrates 
responses, and navigates disagreements gracefully. Akor (2020) stress that such emotional 
awareness is what “transforms chaos into choreography,” helping maintain artistic harmony 
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amidst creative tensions. 
Storytelling through Design reflects the core purpose of a designer’s role: visual 

narration. Every costume, light cue, or scenic transition is a chapter in the stage story. As 
Okonkwo (2017) argued, “the designer writes in light and cloth what the playwright pens in 
ink.” Through form, space, and rhythm, the designer sustains the play’s emotional and 
narrative journey for the audience. Adapting to Evolving Interpretations is crucial in 
contemporary theatre, where scripts are re-imagined and cultures fluid. The designer must 
be open to reinterpretation and cultural shifts without losing the play’s essence. Obafemi 
(2023) underscores that designers are “cultural curators,” preserving the integrity of source 
material while embedding contemporary relevance, especially in politically charged or 
socially conscious performances. 

Establishing Trust through Transparency is a foundational element in designer-
director-playwright relations. Transparent communication about constraints, creative 
direction, and limitations fosters trust. Okon (2022) suggests that the designer who shares 
process decisions early enables collective ownership and reduces suspicion. From this 
understanding emerges the Theatrical Design Mediation Theory (TDMT) a framework that 
conceptualizes the designer as a neutral negotiator within the performance triangle 
(playwright-director-actors). TDMT insists that designers function best not as subordinates 
but as autonomous artists mediating intention, meaning, and form. This model, grounded in 
interpersonal conflict resolution and visual semiotics, was recently emphasized by Ugwueke 
(2024), who points out the increasing need for designers to be trained in mediation and 
communication skills alongside technical artistry. 

Erving Goffman's Role Theory (1959) provides a foundational lens through which the 
position of the theatrical designer can be understood in the production process. Goffman 
conceptualizes social interaction as theatrical performance, where individuals assume roles 
based on context, expectation, and collaboration. Anchoring this theory on the topic 
“Sandwiched between Playwright and Director: The Theatrical Designer as a Conflict 
Resolver” reveals the designer's intermediary role in managing creative tensions. The aim of 
applying this theory is to explore how designers navigate conflicting visions between 
playwrights and directors, balancing narrative integrity and stage execution. The assumption 
is that each stakeholder in a production playwright, director and designer performs a distinct 
"role," and the designer’s function often requires adaptability, diplomacy, and interpretative 
skill. Its relevance lies in emphasizing the social negotiation skills of designers, often 
overlooked in theatre scholarship, and recognizing them as more than visual contributors. 
This contributes to knowledge by reframing designers as active agents in theatrical harmony, 
resolving creative disputes and ensuring cohesion. However, a gap exists in how traditional 
theatre studies focus more on directors and playwrights, sidelining the designer’s mediatory 
influence. Role Theory is ideal for anchoring this topic because it foregrounds performance 
in everyday life and positions individuals as actors balancing expectations a parallel to 
designers managing theatrical collaboration. 

The theatrical designer occupies a crucial yet often understated position within the 
creative hierarchy of theatre production. Positioned between the playwright's vision and the 
director's interpretation, the designer serves as a bridge, translating written narratives into 
visual realities. This unique placement requires not just technical skill, but also emotional 
intelligence and diplomacy, as the designer must harmonize potentially conflicting creative 
impulses. For instance, a playwright may envision a rigid historical setting, while a director 
pushes for abstraction. The designer mediates these perspectives, balancing fidelity to the 
text with innovative staging that respects both voices. Through this role, the theatrical 
designer contributes to knowledge by redefining creative collaboration. Their work 
exemplifies interdisciplinary negotiation blending literary analysis, visual communication, and 
psychological understanding of group dynamics. In academic and practical contexts, this 
expands the field's understanding of how design impacts narrative clarity and audience 
perception. The designer’s ability to resolve artistic tension enhances not just the final 
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production, but also the collaborative process that shapes it. In all, Theatrical designers are 
more than artisans; they are active negotiators of vision. Their contributions stretch beyond 
aesthetics, informing conflict resolution and collaborative strategies in theatre. By expertly 
navigating between the textual demands of the playwright and the interpretive direction of 
the director, designers create a cohesive, unified performance affirming their essential role 
as both artists and conflict mediators in contemporary theatre practice. 

 

Sandwiched between Playwright and Director 
The theatrical designer often exists in a complex triadic space, navigating between 

the script's demands and the director’s interpretive lens. This “sandwiched” role, while 
creatively enriching, also exposes the designer to conflicts of vision and purpose. On one 
hand, the playwright offers a textual blueprint embedded with cultural, emotional, and visual 
intentions. On the other, the director may choose to emphasize thematic angles or 
experimental staging that reinterpret the original context. The designer must skillfully 
translate both, maintaining fidelity to the script while serving the director’s vision. As 
acknowledged by Okechukwu (2019), Nigerian designers operate in a cultural landscape 
where such balancing acts are essential due to communal storytelling roots and 
contemporary political themes. In such contexts, the designer’s task goes beyond aesthetic 
functionality; they become visual diplomats who align the narrative spine with the emotional 
compass of the play. This dual responsibility fosters a layered artistry that demands 
intellectual agility and emotional tact. The designer’s capacity to absorb, interpret and 
synthesize these varying inputs without losing authenticity is critical. In this obvious space, 
they become the conduit that ensures coherence between text and production. Omoregbe 
(2023) argue that successful productions in Nigerian theatre often hinge on the designer’s 
ability to mediate conflicting aesthetic ambitions between the playwright and director. Thus, 
the designer is not merely a technician but a dramaturgical negotiator, a creative arbiter who 
maintains artistic equilibrium in the collaborative sphere of theatre-making. 

 

The Theatrical Designer as a Conflict Resolver 
Theatre is a collaborative venture, but collaboration often comes with creative friction. 

In this ecosystem, the theatrical designer takes on the critical function of a conflict resolver. 
Positioned at the intersection of artistic perspectives, the designer navigates between 
competing interpretations, logistical constraints, and varying production goals. Eze (2020) 
emphasize that in Nigerian theatre, where budget and time limitations intensify tension, 
designers must apply conflict resolution skills to harmonize differing artistic priorities. 
Whether it involves convincing a director to modify an impractical scenic vision or mediating 
between costume needs and choreographic demands, the designer often calms storms 
before they escalate. Conflict resolution here goes beyond verbal negotiation; it is executed 
visually and spatially. A designer might integrate elements from two opposing visions, subtly 
diffusing contention while preserving creative integrity. Adeyemi (2022) argue that successful 
designers often embody diplomatic intelligence, resolving issues in a way that respects each 
collaborator’s contribution. This diplomatic approach ensures that design choices do not 
overshadow, contradict, or dilute the director’s or playwright’s intention. Hence, the designer 
becomes the glue that keeps the production's collaborative body intact resolving not just 
aesthetic clashes, but interpersonal ones that could derail a show’s success. 

 

The Designer as a Creative Mediator 
Beyond design execution, the theatrical designer plays the nuanced role of a creative 

mediator. This role requires the designer to translate intangible ideas into physical 
expressions that satisfy the multiple layers of a production’s creative team. Uzoho (2021) 
noted that this role is not passive but involves active listening, conceptual synthesis, and 
interpretive judgment. The designer acts as a channel, absorbing each department’s vision 
and distilling it into unified aesthetics that support the storytelling. This creative mediation 
allows disparate ideas like modernist direction against a traditional script to coexist on stage 
coherently. Moreover mediation is deeply tied to understanding the psychological needs of 
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collaborators. The designer becomes the interpreter of visual emotions, ensuring the mood, 
tempo, and symbolism that aligns with everyone’s expectations. Ogundele (2018) describe 
this function as a “visual therapist,” noting that in many Nigerian performances, designers 
unconsciously mediate between indigenous performance idioms and modern stagecraft. 
Their visual language must reflect shared values, even when the spoken language of the 
team diverges. Creative mediation, therefore, is not just a role; it is a mindset that fosters 
unity without suppressing individuality. 

 

Decoding the Language of Two Worlds 
Designers often act as translators between two distinct worlds: the abstract language 

of script and the tangible realm of production. This duality demands a high level of fluency in 
both semiotics and practicality. As supported by Inyang (2024), Nigerian designers must 
often decode symbolic metaphors from traditional plays while balancing contemporary 
staging requirements. This role positions the designer as a bilingual interpreter fluent in the 
language of text and that of materials, space, and movement. They must be able to decode 
what is implied and re-code it in forms that are seeable, touchable, and functional. This task 
becomes more challenging in multicultural or hybrid theatre settings, where design elements 
carry different meanings across cultures. Decoding requires not just reading but interpreting 
cultural memory, historical cues, and present-day contexts. Olamide (2017) explains that 
costume designers, for example, regularly decode color and fabric symbolism based on 
ethnic traditions while also accommodating modern movement dynamics. Thus, the 
designer's eye must be trained both on dramaturgy and design, reading between the lines of 
a text and between the folds of a curtain. Without such decoding, design risks becoming 
decorative rather than functional a loss for the production’s message and power. 

 

Harmonizing Vision and Practicality 
Theatre thrives on imagination, yet it must always bow to the limitations of the stage. 

The designer’s role is to harmonize the visionary ambitions of a director with the pragmatic 
demands of budget, space, materials, and time. Harmonizing vision with practicality means 
turning grand conceptual ideas into feasible design solutions without losing their emotional 
impact as disclosed by Mbakwe (2020), many Nigerian theatre productions suffer technical 
setbacks when visionary excesses are not tempered with logistical foresight. Designers must 
skillfully convert abstract dreams into working sets, wearable costumes, and manageable 
props solutions that are both artful and achievable. This harmonization calls for 
resourcefulness and compromise. Designers in underfunded institutions or community 
theatres must creatively re-imagine scenes using recycled or repurposed materials. Yet, they 
are still expected to deliver professional visual storytelling. Iwuh (2022) observe that 
successful Nigerian designers exhibit “adaptive ingenuity,” a hallmark of their ability to 
deliver excellence with minimal resources. Hence, harmonizing is not just about saying “no” 
to unrealistic demands; it’s about offering “yes, if” solutions that keep the production moving 
forward without derailing its vision. This positions the designer as an indispensable 
collaborator and a central architect of the show's feasibility and beauty. 

 

Emotional Intelligence in Negotiation 
Theatre design goes far beyond visual creativity; it demands interpersonal sensitivity, 

especially when navigating multiple egos and expectations. Emotional intelligence becomes 
essential in negotiation, understanding when to push for an idea, when to adapt, and how to 
offer criticism constructively. As ascertained by Okon (2018), the emotional tone of a 
production team can make or break the designer’s contribution. A design solution, no matter 
how brilliant, can be rejected if poorly presented or if it undermines the emotional balance of 
the creative group. Emotional intelligence allows the designer to read the room, modulate 
responses, and engage tactfully with others. Designers with high emotional intelligence often 
enjoy more collaborative respect and creative freedom. They are perceived as team players 
rather than visual dictators. Olanrewaju (2023) argue that in Nigerian theatre, where age, 
hierarchy, and tradition play significant roles, emotional intelligence is especially crucial. 
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Designers must be sensitive to the cultural and generational nuances that define how 
criticism is given and received. Emotional negotiation, therefore, involves empathy, timing, 
humility, and tact, all tools that allow the designer to lead without dominating and to correct 
without confronting. This emotional diplomacy is central to sustaining long-term creative 
partnerships in the theatre space. 
 

Storytelling through Design 
Design in theatre is not just decorative; it is a form of visual storytelling. Every 

costume, set, and prop communicates meaning, atmosphere, character psychology, and 
even historical context. The designer becomes a narrator, shaping the audience's 
experience beyond spoken dialogue. Musa (2021) stresse that design decisions must 
always stem from narrative intent what story is being told, to whom, and why. A minimalist 
set might convey isolation; a riot of color might reflect inner chaos. Design elements function 
like silent actors, adding texture and subtext to the performance. In Nigerian theatre, 
storytelling through design often involves integrating folklore, symbolism, and oral tradition 
into visual media. This fusion creates a rich narrative tapestry that honors cultural roots while 
pushing creative boundaries. Yakubu (2017) demonstrates this in his analysis of Yoruba 
theatre, where fabrics, motifs, and stage layouts become extensions of the story’s emotional 
journey. For designers, the challenge is to tell these stories without over-explaining letting 
the audience discover layers through the elegance of visual cues. Thus, the designer is not 
just illustrating a story but co-authoring it in silent, powerful ways. 

 

Adapting to Evolving Interpretations 
A designer’s concept is never static; it must remain flexible to accommodate shifting 

directorial visions, actor discoveries, and production realities. Adapting to evolving 
interpretations requires not only technical flexibility but also creative humility. Designers must 
be willing to revise sketches, abandon previous concepts, and welcome fresh interpretations 
that arise during rehearsals or dramaturgical review. As supported by Okpara (2016), 
Nigerian theatre thrives on iterative development, often influenced by spontaneous 
discoveries rooted in traditional improvisation. This calls for a designer who is responsive, 
not rigid. Such adaptability does not equate to creative compromise. Instead, it showcases 
the designer’s dynamic role in a living art form. Agbaje (2022) noted that strong designers 
often use reinterpretation as a tool to enhance their work, seeing feedback not as rejection 
but as redirection. In community-based or university theatre settings, where interpretations 
can shift with cast turnover or community input, this ability becomes vital. The adaptive 
designer becomes a co-evolver, journeying with the production as it transforms from concept 
to performance. This ethos of flexibility reinforces the theatre’s collective heart and its 
celebration of process over perfection. 

 

Establishing Trust through Transparency 
Trust is the foundation of any collaborative process, and in theatre, where multiple 

interpretations compete for space transparency is the key to earning it. For the designer, this 
means clear communication about ideas, limitations, costs, and timelines. A transparent 
designer invites others into their creative process, explaining not just what is being created 
but why. As Chukwuemeka (2019) explains, design departments in Nigerian universities are 
beginning to emphasize transparency protocols mood boards, open design presentations, 
and feedback sessions to build mutual respect. Transparency prevents miscommunication, 
curbs unrealistic expectations, and enhances team cohesion. It allows directors and actors 
to align their performances with the designer’s vision, fostering a shared understanding of 
tone and purpose. Bakare (2023) emphasize that when designers operate in secrecy or 
aloofness, it breeds suspicion and artistic disconnect. But when they involve others through 
dialogue and clarity, their work is more deeply respected and integrated into the 
performance. Transparency, therefore, is not just about logistics it is a relational ethic that 
deepens artistic trust and elevates production quality. 
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Theatrical Design Mediation Theory (TDMT) 
Emerging from the growing recognition of the designer’s mediatory role is the 

concept of Theatrical Design Mediation Theory (TDMT). This theory frames the designer not 
just as a contributor, but as a mediator who bridges conflicts, fuses visions, and sustains 
equilibrium within theatrical collaboration. As noted by Bello (2020), TDMT is rooted in the 
belief that design is not a solitary act of creation but a mediating process between script, 
performance, and production constraints. It formalizes what many practitioners have 
experienced intuitively: the designer as a visual negotiator and cultural translator. TDMT 
introduces three core pillars interpretive diplomacy, creative empathy, and spatial 
negotiation. These pillars recognize that the designer must read both the visible and invisible 
codes of a production, offer empathetic solutions, and build stages that reconcile thematic 
tensions. Nwosu (2024) has extended this theory into educational practice, proposing TDMT 
as a framework for training student designers in Nigeria’s theatre departments. As the field 
matures, TDMT provides a scholarly model that elevates design from support role to central, 
theory-driven discipline within theatre studies. 

 

II. Conclusion  
The role of the theatrical designer, situated between the playwright and the director, 

has been found to be crucial in resolving creative tensions during production. Research 
reveals that designers act as creative mediators, constantly navigating between the abstract 
ideas of the playwright and the interpretative vision of the director. They translate these 
ideas into workable design concepts, ensuring that both voices are respected in the final 
production. This balancing act demands not only artistic skill but also a high level of 
interpersonal understanding. Designers must be fluent in the languages of both the literary 
and technical worlds. By interpreting scripts and understanding technical limitations, they 
serve as translators between imagination and execution. Findings show that successful 
designers manage to harmonize bold creative ideas with logistical constraints, avoiding 
conflicts by offering practical, imaginative solutions. Their role in negotiations often extends 
beyond design, requiring emotional intelligence to manage tensions and mediate disputes. 
Another critical discovery is that designers are storytellers in their own right. Their visual 
interpretations help shape the narrative even before any dialogue is spoken. As productions 
evolve, designers who remain adaptable are more effective in ensuring consistency, even 
when directorial approaches shift or scripts are revised. Transparency in communication was 
also found to strengthen trust between collaborators. When designers clearly explain their 
process and decisions, misunderstandings decrease and collaboration flourishes. These 
insights are supported by the Theatrical Design Mediation Theory (TDMT), which 
underscores the designer’s function as a neutral, balancing force in theatrical production. 
Ultimately, the findings affirm that designers are not just visual artists but central figures in 
fostering unity, resolving conflicts, and bringing the vision of a production to life through 
thoughtful negotiation and interpretation. 

 

III. Suggestions  
The designer should be an active listener who mediates creative tensions between 
playwright and director, offering design solutions that respectfully integrate both narrative 
vision and directorial intent. 
A designer should be an imaginative negotiator, balancing artistic expressions with 
production demands, ensuring that every element complements the story while maintaining 
harmony among the creative team. 
The designer should be fluent in both technical and artistic languages, translating the 
abstract vision of the script into visual and spatial realities that resonate with both audiences 
and collaborators. 
A successful designer should be someone who merges imaginative ambition with logistical 
feasibility, crafting stage environments that are inspiring yet achievable within the 
production’s constraints and resources. 
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Emotional sensitivity should be a designer's strength, enabling them to read room dynamics, 
manage egos, and guide discussions toward empathetic, constructive resolutions in high-
pressure creative settings. 
Design should be a narrative tool, where every costume, light, and set element adds subtext 
or emotional depth, supporting character arcs and the script’s themes visually. 
Designers should be flexible thinkers who refine their concepts as directors, actors, and 
scripts evolve, ensuring that design stays aligned with the shifting interpretive direction of the 
production. 
Clear communication should be prioritized by the designer, who must explain choices, 
manage expectations, and openly share challenges to earn the team’s trust and encourage 
collaborative problem-solving. 
Theatrical Design Mediation Theory should be understood as a framework where designers 
facilitate mutual understanding, acting as bridges between divergent creative visions while 
grounding decisions in aesthetic and narrative coherence. 
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